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UNANIMA International is a Coalition of 22  
Communities of Women Religious, in 85 Coun-
tries with 25,000 members. We have been advocat-
ing on behalf of Women and Children/Girls for  
the past 18 years at the United Nations in New York 
and Geneva. Founded in 2002 by Sr. Catherine  
Ferguson, the mission was helping and giving a 
voice to Women and Children/Girls that were the 
victims of human trafficking. Today, Women and 
Children/Girls remain our focus, however it is 
through the lens of Homelessness and Displace-
ment, that we base our work. 

In 2015, the United Nations (UN) established the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as a 
“blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable 
future for all.” UNANIMA International began to 
look at how many of these goals (specifically SGD 
1, 3, 4, 5, 10, 11 and 16) relate to Women and  
Children/Girls, especially to those left furthest  
behind. We initiated a research project to take an 
in-depth look at homelessness and housing insecu-
rity globally, with a particular focus on the lived  
experience of those who find themselves homeless.

For the first time in the United Nations’ 75 year 
history we are talking about homelessness— 
especially the “invisible” homeless, who are often 
women, children and girls. The introduction of this 

dialogue around the subject of homelessness,  
has been achieved through the work of Non- 
governmental Organizations (NGOs), including 
UNANIMA International (UI). Our research and 
expertise— specifically on family homelessness—
has contributed greatly to this issue gaining recog-
nition at the international level.

As part of our commitment to end homelessness, 
UI and other NGOs committed ourselves to make 
homelessness our common focus for advocacy work. 
In 2017 the Working Group to End Homelessness 
(WGEH) was established. Many UN Agencies and 
Member States have shown their unique support on 
the issue,  including Brazil, Iceland, Madagascar, the 
United Kingdom, Slovakia, UNICEF, and UN 
Habitat. These entities have displayed their interest 
in bringing homelessness to socio-political forums 
to try and include the issue in official resolutions.

In 2019 the UN Commission for Social Develop-
ment (CSocD) decided to focus its 58th Session 
(2020 Commission) on homelessness. This Commis-
sion advises Member States and other UN bodies; 
the Secretary General also presents a report on this 
issue. UNANIMA International were privileged to 
be part of the Expert Group Meeting in Nairobi, 
Kenya in May 2019 in preparation for the Com-
mission in 2020. We were able to bring our unique 
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expertise on family homelessness to the table, which 
included the voices of individuals and families with 
a lived experience. 

Family homelessness is a growing phenomenon 
around the world. Homelessness is often considered 
embarrassing, a taboo subject, and governments 
tend to underestimate the problem. UI in it’s inter-
national research is calling for a paradigm shift in 
how we perceive the problem of poverty and home-
lessness: it is time for a revolution on this most  
serious issue. We need a paradigm shift away from 
the many abusive attitudes and beliefs that circulate 
around homelessness. We need to start this dialogue 
by viewing and treating homelessness as what it is: 
a human rights and civil rights issue. In Article 21 
of the Declaration on Human Rights (1948) it  
explicitly states that everyone has the right to  
adequate housing. This set of rights were given a new 
impetus towards implementation within the SDGs 
in the commitment to implement social protection 
systems and measures for all, including floors and 
elaborated in the ILO recommendation 202.

Homelessness is a devastating experience that can 
significantly impact the health and well-being of 
the individual and the family, especially Women 
and Children/Girls. Often families experiencing 
homelessness have experienced ongoing trauma in 

the form of childhood abuse and neglect, domestic 
violence and community violence, which left unrec-
ognized and unaddressed, can have potentially  
devastating implications for development across  
the lifespan. UI is calling for all homeless services 
globally, to adopt holistic, trauma-informed care  
as good practice. Services that are competent in 
trauma-informed care lead to substantially better 
outcomes for Women and Children/Girls.  

The purpose of this publication on country cases on 
Family Homelessness is to highlight the issue in 
various regions globally. UNANIMA International 
are calling on our world leaders to see family home-
lessness through eyes of compassion. In the words of 
Richard Rohr, “a compassionate vision of the world 
impels all of us to live in ways which our words and 
behavior towards others embody compassion. For 
the more we are transformed in compassion, the 
more we are impelled to act with compassion  
towards others.”

Sincerely,

Jean Quinn, DW 
Executive Director 
UNANIMA International
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Family Homelessness is displayed in diverse forms 
and manners throughout the globe. As such, the 
need for multilateral discussion of the issue, and a 
universal adoption of a definition of homelessness is 
imperative. UNANIMA International’s Executive 
Director, Jean Quinn, attended the United Nations 
Expert Group Meeting on “Affordable Housing 
and Social Protection Systems for All to Address 
Homelessness” in May of 2019. At the United  
Nations Office in Nairobi she presented The Impact 
of Personal and Family Circumstances on Homelessness.1 
The Division for Inclusive Social Development of 
the United Nations Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (UNDESA), along with the Housing 
Unit of UN-Habitat, organized and facilitated the 
meeting to precede the 58th session of CSocD with 
“concrete, evidence-based policy recommendations 
on policies for addressing homelessness, with a  
particular focus on the roles of affordable housing 
and social protection for all.”2 The experts proposed 
the following definition of homelessness:

	 “��Homelessness is a condition where a person 
or household lacks habitable space with  
security of tenure, rights and ability to enjoy 
social relations, including safety. Homeless-
ness is a manifestation of extreme poverty 
and a failure of multiple systems and  
human rights.”3

This definition serves to simplify contending defini-
tions of homelessness, while simultaneously convey-
ing the complexities of homelessness. It clearly  
condemns the human rights failures displayed 
through the phenomenon of homelessness, particu-
larly in its widespread and pervasive nature. The  
applicability of this definition to much of the world’s 
informal settlements and slums is significant, as  
absolute numbers of urban populations residing in 
slums rises.4 In Sustainable Cities and Communities 
UN Habitat discloses, “population growth and  

migration meant those living in slums increased from 
807 million to 883 million during that time [between 
2000 and 2014]. In 2018, conservative estimates 
place the population in slums at 1 billion.”5 In order 
to monitor conditions of homelessness as extensive as 
described above, the collection of disaggregated data 
through a human rights-based approach is a must.

Throughout the publication “good practices” from 
each country case have been identified.  These are 
Leading organizations, impactful services, and  
innovative ideas in the national context that can be 
applied or implemented elsewhere internationally. 
The good practices are organized as follows:
	 •  �Leading Organization - An organization 

that has approached Family Homeless-
ness and housing holistically, and provided 
services where they were lacking; 

	 •  �Impactful Service - A service or program 
model that can change the livelihoods of  
beneficiaries; 

	 •  �Innovative Idea - An idea that within its  
context is innovative

Andrea Pizano of the Institute for Children, Pover-
ty, and Homelessness (ICPH) put forth that, “what 
we define as a suitable place for habitation is differ-
ent in one country than another.” There should be 
cultural considerations for what an ideal shelter or 
living accommodation may be, nevertheless all must 
actualize human rights, as related to housing. Ad-
dressing trauma (and preventing trauma) also must 
be done in every cultural context, and is one of the 
first responses needed by governments, service pro-
viders and the public in relation to the Family 
Homelessness crisis. For further information on 
Family Homelessness refer to UNANIMA Inter-
national’s publication Family Homelessness through 
the lens of the United Nations 2030 Agenda which was 
also created for the CSocD 2020.

The lack of available data on homeless women and 
children/girls contributes to their conditions; their  
invisibility to the state is the most important issue  
to address to best advocate on their behalf.  

- �NYU Students, Summer 2019 UNANIMA International Capstone Project  

Introduction
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Methodology
UNANIMA International’s initial Family Home-
lessness/Displacement and Trauma research has  
focused on five diverse geographic regions and case 
studies within them. The pilot regions and countries 
included:
	 • Africa (Kenya)
	 • Asia (India, Philippines)
	 • Oceania (Australia)
	 • Europe (Ireland, Greece)
	 • North America (USA, Canada)

A mixture of both qualitative and quantitative 
methodologies have been used to achieve a holistic 
overview of the topic and ensure outcomes that are 
not limited to particular economic and social  
contexts. UNANIMA International’s contributions 
to this topic will be bolstered by a unique analysis, 
which combines social justice, constructivist,  
gender, and human rights lenses. 

Moreover, empirical evidence will assist in display-
ing the wide range of contexts and experiences 
which comprise Family Homelessness. 

For the Commission for Social Development in 
February 2020, the following cases are given  
preliminary focus: Kenya, India, the USA, and  
Ireland. UNANIMA International’s methodology 
for this publication includes initial literature reviews 
(some of which were conducted collaboratively with 
New York University (NYU) capstone master’s  
students), in addition to the collection of quantita-
tive data, and the initiation of qualitative data  
collection within the countries profiled. Qualitative 
data includes semi-structured interviews with 
NGOs, service providers, and experts; indispens-
ably, women and families experiencing homeless-
ness and housing insecurity have willingly shared 
their voices. Testimonies have been derived from 
interviews and focus groups.

Research Rationale
Our particular interest lies in providing a voice to 
Women and Children/Girls experiencing Home-
lessness—presenting not only their experiences, but 
also their needs going forward, as reflective of their 
culture and society. On a positive note, the issue  
of Homelessness is increasingly being given atten-
tion, yet Family Homelessness is not adequately 
discussed at the international level. This research 
has the capacity to contribute significantly to a new 
and emerging international dialogue. The majority 
of studies thus far have focused on homeless indi-
viduals rather than on families as a unit; even these 
studies will provide insight into the reality of home-
less/housing insecure families’ plights, when this 
lens is applied.

What is Family Homelessness? 
UNANIMA International has used the following 
working definition of Family Homelessness:

	 “�Families who do not have consistent resi-
dency or the support needed to maintain a 
residency of their own who live episodically, 
temporarily or chronically in temporary 
housing, including shelters and locations not 
intended for human habitat or settlement.” 

However, since May of 2019, the UN Expert Group 
definition has contextualized our definition, making 
its applicability to many slum dwellers even more 
evident. Applying an international lens to this issue, 
it is clear that Family Homelesness is present in  
different societies, and even within one society, in 
many forms. Family Homelessness can look like:
	 •  �Staying with friends and family
	 •  �Living in slums or other inadequate and  

insecure dwellings
	 •  �Living in shelters and transitional housing
	 •  �Families living on the street
	 •  �Displaced people
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Family Homelessness is driven by many issues,  
including:
	 •  �Personal and Family Circumstances
	 •  �Urbanization and Financialization of 

Housing
	 •  �Climate Change and Natural Disasters
	 •  �Domestic Abuse and Violence Against 

Women
	 •  �Addiction
	 •  �Inequalities
	 •  �Conflict
	 •  �Trauma
Homeless families are often headed by single  
women. Homeless families (namely, Women 
and Children/Girls) may become separated as  
a consequence of the root causes of homelessness 
(such as disaster or disease related deaths,  
disaster or conflict related migration, or family 
breakdown), or from homelessness services or 
the lack thereof. 
Voices and testimonies shared in this publica-
tion, and underlying it, come from individuals 
who have experienced family homelessness in 
different forms. In the last few months we came 
to know families made sick by floods in their 
slum; youth who’ve become homeless due to 
overcrowding in their home and due to their 
parents’ drug abuse; women who’ve become 
homeless from leaving marriages and abuse; 
grandmothers who have been evicted due to the 
presence of dependents in their housing; single 
mothers dwelling in slums with little access to 
stable income, nutrition and sanitation; and 
women who have accessed services, or benefited 
from long-term, supported housing, which has 
drastically changed their livelihoods.
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Family Homelessness Internationally 
For Women and Children/Girls homelessness is  
often invisible. The danger Women and Children/
Girls face on the streets largely motivates families to 
exhaust all other options available within their  
cultural context.6 Family homelessness has Intersec-
tions with human trafficking, incarceration, asylum 
seeking, and eviction, among other multilateral issues 
such as the subjects of the UN 2030 Agenda’s  
SDGs.7 Family Homelessness has sociocultural,  
economic, and political causes that governments can 
address. The following Family Homelessness research 
findings can be generalized internationally, across the 
four case-studies detailed herein and beyond. 

Urbanization is increasing, often rapidly, causing 
detrimental effects for people, planet, and infra-
structure.8 Family breakdown is both a cause and 
effect of Family Homelessness.  As an effect, fami-
lies are split up in shelters, poor children are subject 
to state and other interventions, and death can also 
be a consequence of unsafe and/or unsanitary living 
conditions and declining environmental and popu-
lation health. There is segregation of the poor and 
homeless occurring both de facto and de jure (in 
fact and by law). For example, “not in my backyard” 
politics prevents affordable housing from being  
developed in certain areas. Additionally, people  
migrating from rural to urban areas in developing 
countries often move directly into slums and  
housing that is inadequate, lacking alternative  
opportunities. In slums such as Mukuru in Kenya, 
communities are separated from many of the bene-
fits of development and infrastructure which  
supposedly benefit cities.9 Slum dwellers’ most  
immediate needs and points of priority are water 
and sanitation.10

Inadequate definitions and data (or data collection 
methods) contribute to the invisibility of Family 
Homelessness. On a national level, governmental 
research design and execution in addition to  
modification of censuses can increase the visibility 

of this issue. One notable challenge is the difficulty 
in identifying the environment (or climate and  
environmental change) as the main cause for migra-
tion, partly because of other factors and politics  
surrounding mass movements of people.11 Interna-
tionally we must adopt the UN experts’ definition  
of homelessness to encourage UN Member States’ 
efforts regarding data, and recognition of the many 
hidden faces of homelessness which include Inter-
nally Displaced Persons (IDPs). Privatization and 
financialization of housing is occurring globally, 
spurred by neoliberalism.12 Relatedly, emergency 
accommodations overshadow other approaches to 
housing, in both budget and use. Governments 
should reevaluate neoliberal policies, while ensuring 
social protection floors are enacted with immediacy. 
Internationally, civil society plays a large role in  
addressing Family Homelessness, through grass-
roots actions and interventions, and through inter-
national diplomatic engagement.
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Exploring International Solutions:  
Pathways Housing First
Analysis by  
Sam Tsemberis, PhD 
Founder and Chief Executive 
Officer of Pathways Housing 
First Institute

This brief describes the Path-
ways Housing First (PHF) 
program, an effective, well- 
documented and evidence-based program for  
ending homelessness for individuals, families and 
youth, founded on the principle that housing is a 
basic human right.    

Need for a Paradigm Shift
Assumptions that homeless people brought this  
condition upon themselves because of character  
flaws, moral failings, bad choices or other individual 
characteristics, including mental illness, addiction, 
gender, gender identity and race, inform traditional 
approaches to ending homelessness.  One example of 
this, sometimes called the “Staircase Model,” is a 
framework which requires individuals or families to 
first address mental health, addiction and behavioral 
problems before considering them “housing-ready.”   
This has proven significantly less effective in ending 
homelessness than programs that offer housing first, 
and subsequently provide treatment and/or support.13 

Housing as a basic Human Right:  
Housing First 
In contrast, the Pathways Housing First (fHF)  
programs offer immediate access to housing for 
families and individuals as a right – not something 
earned or a reward for good behavior or sobriety. 
HF is based on evidence that homelessness is the 
result of social and economic problems such as low 
wages, poorly designed and implemented safety  
net programs, lack of access to social services and 
housing, and a housing rental market that is 
inaccessible for people living in poverty, including 
low-income families. 

Offering housing as a basic human right means  
making housing available immediately upon admis-
sion to the program and enabling those experiencing 
homelessness to move directly from the streets or 
emergency shelters into a decent, safe, and affordable 
place to live.  Housing takes the form of social  
housing units, private apartments, or designated 
buildings with units set aside for this population.  
Trained and trauma-informed community-based 
teams provide support services, an essential part of 
HF.  Tenants receive a weekly or as-needed home 
visit to assist with their recovery. The HF program 
operates with a no-discharge policy. Even if partici-
pants are evicted, the HF staff will assist them to find 
a new place to live and restart.14

Research Evidence on the  
Effectiveness of Housing First
Empirical evidence from multiple randomized  
control research trials documents the effectiveness 
of the Pathways Housing First (PHF) program. 
When operated properly, the PHF programs 
achieve housing stability rates of about 80%  -- 
compared to about 40% using the Staircase Models 
-- for individuals and to a lesser extent for families 
with histories of homelessness and other challeng-
es.15 Furthermore, HF programs yield significant 
cost offsets in shelter, hospital and jail costs.16 

Conclusions and Recommendations
Many nations have introduced HF or PHF programs 
as a national policy and a few, including Finland and 
Norway, have nearly ended chronic homelessness.17 
Bringing HF to a national scale requires providing 
enough affordable housing units to address the needs 
of the homeless population.  However, this is a first 
step.  To completely end homelessness, a substantial 
investment in prevention is required.   Nation’s in-
vestments in developing affordable housing will 
eventually be less than  ongoing investment in  
prevention.  Ending homelessness by adopting a  
human rights-based approach (HRBA) is possible 
and cost-effective.  Homelessness affects us all: none 
of us is home until we are all home, or to quote Rumi, 
“we are all just walking each other home.”  
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COUNTRY PROFILE
Republic of Kenya (Kenya) 
Swahili: Jamhuri ya Kenya 

LOCATION
Kenya is a Sub-Saharan country, located 
in Eastern Africa; Bordering countries: 
Ethiopia, Somalia, South Sudan, Tanzania 
and Uganda; Kenya is not land-locked: 
it also borders the Indian Ocean.

POPULATION 
As of 2019, the total population was 
47,564,29618

POLITICAL SYSTEM 
Presidential Republic
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Last Censuses  
(General & Homelessness)
The last national census took place in 2019, ten 
years after the previous one, and significantly,  
after Kenya’s new provisions to the 2010 constitu-
tion. Though a general significant population  
increase was evidenced: “47.6 Million in 2019  
from 37.7 Million in 2009,”19 “some regions have 
experienced a decrease in population.”20 This is  
reflective of rapid urbanization and rural to urban 
migration. Ramifications include the expansion of 
slums in population (but rarely land), and increased  
competition between ethnically aligned political 
parties. Partially in response to the SDGs, the theme 
of the census was “Counting Our People for Sustain-
able Development and Devolution of Services.”21 

Homelessness and “houselenessness” were not  
mentioned in the last census. 

Country Definition of  
Homelessness & Usage
The reality of Family Homelessness in Kenya is 
hard to evaluate due to the lack of adequate data, 
and the blurred lines of definitions. No national 
definition of homelessness is listed on the Kenyan 
government’s website or within their census. Using 
the definition put forward at Expert Group’s meeting, 
much of the urban population whom reside in  
severely inadequate housing in slums would be  
considered homeless. One employee of Mukuru 
Promotion Center (MPC) commented “all of 
Mukuru Slum would be considered homeless.”

Context of Homelessness
In Kenya, in particular, many of the slums have  
conditions that constitute the families therein as 
homeless or housing insecure. UN Habitat reports 
61% of the urban population resides in slums and 
those homes are characterized by their small size 
and overcrowding.22 There is commentary from UN 
Habitat on how bureaucratic issues and implemen-
tation struggles detract from national efforts to  

improve housing: “Under the new devolved system 
of government, housing delivery is the responsibility 
of the county governments. There is a risk that lack 
of effective coordination and lack of technical  
competence at the local level can stifle the provision 
of housing.”23 The national Big Four Agenda and the 
Urban Regeneration Programs are examples of  
governmental efforts and policies that look promising 
but are lacking in effectiveness.24 Lack of adherence 
to policies that would benefit rural areas results in 
greater needs in rural and urban areas alike. The  
International Organization for Migration asserts, 
“rural–urban migration also has effects on the areas 
of origin of migrants, particularly by depriving rural 
areas of the active labour force.25 Habitat for  
Humanity reports in rural areas approximately 
750,000 households are in need of housing.26

Challenges in service delivery for effective prevention 
and address of Family Homelessness (and home-
lessness as a whole) are not unique to Kenya or  
Africa. There is a common theme in interventions 
on the issue of Homelessness by religious organiza-
tions’ and NGOs, notably in intersections, such as 
development in slums, work with “street children,” 
and  support of young mothers. Peter Ngau, director 
of the centre for urban research and innovations at 
the University of Nairobi, told The Guardian in 
2014, “in the absence of government action and 
provision of basic services, the greatest role has been 
played by civil society groups and community-based 
organisations,”27 and this trend has continued.

Slums mirror “bad neighborhoods” in the ways they 
reflect greater communal and societal issues, and 
because they are contrastable with the dominant 
image of society often put forth by Nation States in 
the media. Slums manifest issues ranging from lack 
of access to safe water and sanitation, to environ-
mental degradation, lack of affordable housing, and 
high risk of communicable disease.28 One slum of 
Nairobi, Bondeni, established in 1922, has all of  
its land privately owned, though the population is 
estimated to be over 10,000.29 Nonprofit organiza-
tion Slum Dwellers International ranks land tenure 
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the third most significant issue for Bondeni, following 
sanitation sewage and water drainage, truly reveal-
ing the range and force of issues affecting informal 
settlements.30 Forced evictions often take place on a 
large scale in informal settlements. In Kenya, as 
land ownership within slums by their inhabitants is 
rare, and the courts are notoriously slow, attempts to 
stop this have been met with little success.

Child poverty in slums is unique, multifaceted, and 
intimately related to family living situations and 
conditions. In UNICEF and the Kenyan National 
Bureau of Statistics 2017 report, Child Poverty in 
Kenya, it was stated that, “child poverty in informal 
settlements (slums) in urban areas could not be 
studied due to the scope of the analysis.”31 In the 
Mukuru slum of Kenya, testimonies from NGOs 
and their service providers revealed how poor  
design and infrastructural decisions, paired with 
overcrowding, lead to the risk of fire. Additionally, 
electricity in many informal settlements’ homes is 
“shared,” and thus not properly installed. 

Unsafe practices such as cooking on open fires  
are used. While clearly reflective of inequality and 
indicative of safety hazards, there are also environ-
mental ramifications related to energy output which 
will ultimately also contribute to climate-induced 
migration and displacement: “around 3 billion people 
cook or heat their homes with open fires or simple 
stoves using biomass or coal to fuel their fire.” For 
caretakers, children, and vulnerable groups such  
as people with disabilities, the risk of having  
livelihoods affected by fire increases.

According to several NGOs in the Mukuru Slum, 
ethnic conflicts (or perceived threat of such) cause 
movement between slums. This causes economic  
instability on the familial level, and leads to dis-
placement of families when landlords foresee  
economic opportunity. This will likely keep happen-
ing in the lead up to the 2022 election. In the past, 
ethnically-charged political conflicts had resulted  
in violence and displacement.33
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DATA: Quantitative

■ �“Child poverty rates are higher among children  
living in families where the household head has no 
education (73%), and among children with mothers 
who have had no education (77%)”34 

■ �According to ARAHA, there were approximately 
138,000 IDPs in Kenya at the end of 2016; “drought 
and violence forced 25,000 people to leave their 
homes during the first half of 2017”35

■ �According to a petition to halt forced evictions in  
Kenyan slums There Is Another Way, “July, 2018, 
there were evictions in Kibera that were attributed to 
the expansion of the Kungu Karumba Missing Link 
Road. This was by far the largest eviction exercise in 
recent history. The exercise displaced over 10,000 
households aside from impacting on educational  
institutions, health facilities and other forms of social 
infrastructure”36

■ �In the Mukuru slum there are 466 people per acre, 
compared to 18 in Nairobi city37

■ �“Assuming no major change in Mukuru’s acreage,  
population density would rise to a staggering 1,053  
persons per acre, or 260,202 persons per square  
kilometer by the year 2030”38

■ �84.5% of Mukuru residents pay for toilet use daily, or  
per use39



The following information is from testimonies shared in a focus group with  
mothers whose families were flood victims, in Reuben Village, Mukuru Slum,  
Kenya. UNANIMA International hosted the focus group with the Reuben Center. 

Note: In Nairobi’s slums most people speak Kiswahili, and sometimes other dialects,  
and sometimes English. The majority of focus group responses were given in Kiswahili 
and translated by the Reuben Center staff. 
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DATA: Qualitative/Voices

There is an area in the slum 
where heavy rains in December 
2019 caused floods. It affected 
families very much – it destroyed 
the children’s school books and 
uniforms, and their bedding. 
Many houses are wet up until 
now (January of 2020). Floods  
affected the sewer line system in 
the area – it is now broken. The 
sewage entered homes and  
has affected the health of the 
families. Several focus group par-
ticipants’ children entered the 
hospital because of this. Others 
are having diarrhea regularly. 
Breathing systems are affected, 
and where water stands, peo-
ple’s feet and legs are affected.  
In the typical home (about 10x10 
feet) children sleep on the floor. 
Some children breathed in the 
water before the mothers pres-
ent were able to help them. In 
the aftermath, some families had 
to abandon their homes and 
possessions (some temporarily, 
some permanently), and others 
needed to but could not. 

▶



Above left: Akeyo leads UNANIMA International through Reuben; Top right: Akeyo shows the trash she has piled outside of her home; Bottom right: 
Akeyo’s home, where you can see the tires she has creatively used to deflect water from her bed. (Pictures by the Reuben Center, Mukuru Slum,  
Kenya Photographer: Gregory Barake)
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I wanted to move, but couldn’t afford it. I had no option but to live with the water in my 
house, waiting for the water to dry up. It is not yet dried up. I have been living in the same 
place for 15 years now, and each year it is the case that it has flooded. This time I was 
forced to pour some garbage in front of the door to make a space to pass. I cannot go to 
the toilet at night because it is far away outside and there is no sight, I can’t see [not to 
step in water]. Despite living 15 years there I am lucky. I am lucky that I have never been 
contracted with cholera. I stay at the center of where the flood water comes to. For that 
reason the flood water has actually stayed near my home for close to five years, and it 
even turns its color. When the rains are over the water turns into some sort of black color 
- its from the sewage system. 

Akeyo  
Single Mother of Five from 
Mukuru Slum, Experiencing 
Housing Inadequacy, Kenya

Testimony
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History of Homelessness
Dr. Ifeyinwa Ofong shared in her report for the UN 
Expert Group Meeting, “while homelessness is a 
global issue, the bulk of homeless persons may be 
found in Sub- Saharan Africa, given the level of 
poverty, unemployment, inequalities and challenges 
to social inclusion existing in the region.”40 Living 
in informally built and often dangerous shelters is 
the most common form of homelessness, “in the 
developing world and probably globally.”41

Kenya’s colonial past has impacted migration 
trends. The International Organization for Migra-
tion’s report Assessing the Trends: Migration,  
Environment and Climate Change in Kenya details 
three colonial policies that have shaped current  
realities, including  “(a) appropriation of fertile land 
from natives for the white settlers and of the coast 
stripe for the Arabs; (b) creation of native reserves 
along ethnic lines; and (c) declaration of the North-
ern Frontier District as a closed area.”42 People  
residing in slums often have no ownership of the 
land, but there is little to no social housing there; 
this also reflects a colonial legacy, as well as  
intergenerational and cyclical poverty.

In Kenya, cultural stigmas, such as disapproval of 
pre-marital pregnancy and single motherhood, lead 
to more difficult conditions for families comprised of 
single mothers with a child or children.43 Some may 
already be considered homeless due to the lack of  
security of tenure when experiencing this stigma 
within their families’ homes. Conversely, if they are 
rejected by their families they may then become 
homeless or more often end up in living unsuitable 
spaces , especially for youth (which both the young 
women and their children would be considered). 
Given the financialization of housing and shortage of 
adequate housing that is affordable, the alternatives 
for families previously detailed are few as they have, 
“limited access to land and insufficient income.”44

Amnesty International has directed resources and 
attention towards documentation of housing inade-
quacy in Kenya, and report that, “security of tenure 

remains an aspiration and forced evictions in Kenya 
have continued unabated. Most recently, in July 
2018, Kenyan authorities carried out large-scale 
forced evictions in the Kibera, Jomvu Madukani, 
City Carton, Kaloleni and Makongeni areas of  
Nairobi, rendering thousands of women, children 
[homeless].”45 Essentially, the implications of this 
are that the only option for many —slums—will not 
offer security of tenure or conditions appropriate to 
the needs of families. This violates Kenya’s constitu-
tion which guarantees all citizens the right to shelter, 
as well as provisions for adequate services within 
said shelter (such as sanitation).46 Furthermore,  
international and human rights laws bolster the  
need to address housing and homelessness as a  
right, evidenced in the Universal Declaration of  
Human Rights (UDHR) Articles 25.1, and 25.2  
“Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special 
care and assistance. All children, whether born  
in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social  
protection.”47

Good Practices:  
Leading Organization,  
Mukuru Promotion Center
Mukuru Promotion 
Center (MPC) is 
unique in the quality 
and range of services 
they provide within 
the Mukuru slum; the organization’s responsiveness 
to the needs of the slum community and involve-
ment of stakeholders is essential to providing  
effective services. MPC began developing in the 
late 1980s at a time when services including educa-
tional and health facilities were either nonexistent 
or severely lacking. Prior to their first primary 
school’s creation, no other formal schools existed in 
the slum. Similarly, they created the first formal 
healthcare services, including a medical clinic with 
a HIV/AIDS testing centre, and a hospital, which 
are complemented by a community-based health 
care program. The educational facilities include: 



hidden faces of homelessness | 15

four primary schools, a  
secondary school, a  rehabili-
tation centre for up to 60 
street boys (equipped with 
classrooms, workshops, a  
library and more), and a skills 
training centre for over 100 
students. The organization 
also has a sponsorship pro-
gram to send students to  
secondary school, as well  
as other school levels and 
specialized educational pro-
viders. Notably, these educa-
tional facilities have led to 
other opportunities for com-
munity members: students in 
vocational training programs 
learn both theory and prac-
tice and receive stipends when they use their skills, 
there is a shop for artists’ works, and the school em-
ploys several past pupils in different capacities. 
MPC has transferred leadership of several Mukuru 
initiatives, including the Reuben Center and Muku-
ru Slums Development Project, to others willing 
and able to run them. MPC’s vision displays the rel-
evancy of stakeholders to their organization and 
sustained leadership within the community: “In the 
spirit  and charism of Catherine McAuley and the 
Sisters of Mercy and in partnership with stakehold-
ers, Mukuru Promotion Centre will: Provide early 
childhood development and education, secondary 
education, vocational skills, social rehabilitation and 
health services to the Mukuru community.”48

Since 2017 MPC has been able to support a Child 
Protection department, which investigates abuses  
of the students. This and another more recent  
department for legal action allows residents of  
the Mukuru slum to engage in institutional and  
judiciary processes. Many of the services MPC pro-
vides are empowering and have positively affected 
the community, however, circumstances including 
the social, economic and political situations of the 
country (such as rapid urbanization, rising popula-

tions in slums, corruption within the government 
and the presence of children without identification), 
can’t be addressed directly by their services, and it is 
beyond the scope of their mission and vision. MPC’s 
2017 annual report Empowerment Step by Step states, 
“considering our locations in the slums of Nairobi, 
Industrial Area, we are also faced with many envi-
ronmental issues that jeopardize our efforts, but we 
keep moving on with hope.”49 One Kenyan admin-
istrative staff member expressed hope for further 
governmental and general attention to slums other 
than Kibera, and expressed “we are looking to grow.”

Impactful Service,  
Safe Spaces for Youth 
Kibera Public Space Project (KPSP) by Kounkuey 
Design Initiative is one example of a project which 
impacts homeless and housing insecure families 
positively. Their method of development and imple-
mentation reflects other good practices highlighted 
in this publication, including: the inclusion of local 
residents in the design of the public space, focus on 

Photo by Kounkuey Design Initiative: “Kibera Public Space Project 06” 
Nairobi, Kenya, 2013 -14
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the sustainability of the project and its impacts,  
and the fostering of partnerships or in other terms, 
“participation, integration, and networked change.”50

This model could be used in slums other than Kibera. 
Some of its good practices include the participatory 
approach, which is invaluable to sustainable develop-
ment (including peace and social cohesion), and 
communal stakeholdership. KPSP further demon-
strates an important aspect of approaching solutions 
to social problems: the use of partnerships in achiev-
ing goals. They partnered with the Technical Univer-
sity of Kenya, Arup, BuroHappold, and Engineers 
Without Borders UK, among others.51  This project 
also holds much potential for addressing and  
preventing trauma, because fulfilling its function— 
providing safe space for youth—answers many needs 
created by the experience of homelessness or 
housinginsecurity. Notably, “the design of such spaces 
should be inclusive and accommodate [youth’s] vari-
ous needs, interests, and activities and can contribute 
to combating prejudice, division and harassment.”52 
UN Habitat Kenya bolsters such initiatives, and have 
their own model called the “One Stop Youth Centre” 
which began in Nairobi in 2003 as a place for young 
people to access services, educational training, and 
more.53 One finding of Mukuru Settlement: 2017  
Situation Analysis was, “there is a lack of open and 
accessible public and green space”54 which shows the 
great benefit such services could still have, as well as 
additional challenges that should be considered in 
the future, such as how to incorporate environmental 
concerns and climate action into solutions.

Innovative Idea, 
Community-driven 
Solutions 
Mukuru Slum Development 
Project (MSDP) has a Commu-
nity Empowerment Program, 
which consists of community  
dialogues, and consequent orga-
nized advocacy. “My community, 
my solution” describes MSDP’s 
the program’s design and purpose. 

Program model: 
	 • �Discuss issues affecting the community and 

their possible solutions every two weeks
	 • �All there facilitators are from Mukuru slum 

- one man, one woman, and one youth - and 
each are chosen by a community election

	 • �Depending on the issues identified, partici-
pants initiate change differently. For political 
issues, they are trained in responses to them 
(for example how to petition the Department 
of Education in Nairobi)

An example of success: 
In 2016 the primary issue identified was that  
many children residing in the slum were not  
attending primary school; consequently, the  
Ministry of Education was lobbied, and initiatives 
to raise funds for school fees and materials were  
carried out. This increased primary school enroll-
ment throughout Mukuru. 

About MSDP: 
“MSDP exists to provide holistic and integrated 
services with the view of reducing poverty amongst 
the inhabitants of informal settlements.” They  fo-
cus on their holistic wellbeing, as well as empower-
ment with “skills and capacity to be in charge of 
their own development.”55



Advocacy Recommendations 
Acknowledging the role civil society,  
the private sector, and citizens play in  
influencing national action related to  
social issues, we recommend:
• �Supporting national laws protecting 

Women and Children/Girls, including 
laws against domestic violence

• �Encouraging governmental responsive-
ness to the needs of slum residences and 
residents; there is a need for sustainable 
development, particularly related to 
housing, to mitigate climate risks as well 
as infrastructural risks, such as those  
related to the use of open fires

• �Educating for the destigmatization of  
single motherhood 

• �Directing allocation of resources and  
supports to rural areas, including invest-
ment in climate-smart agriculture

• �Promoting governmental adherence to 
international and human rights laws, 
and their own progressive constitution

Policy Recommendations 
We believe the following policy recom-
mendations are essential to addressing 
and preventing Family Homelessness, 
and are applicable at the local, national 
and international levels. We encourage:
• �Adopting the UN Expert Group defini-

tion of homelessness, and including 
homelessness and informal settlement 
residents in census results (with disclo-
sure of demographics, including family 
composition of statistics)  

• �Increasing governmental attention, in 
terms of resources and research, to 
slums/informal settlements; the collec-
tion of disaggregated data in slums 
should be informed by an HRBA

• �Supporting sustainable development 
and climate-smart agriculture in rural 
areas, while planning for rapid urban-
ization to mitigate communal and envi-
ronmental health concerns 

• �Fulfilling of requirements of interna-
tional agreements such as those laid out 
in The Convention on the Elimination 
of all Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW), including the im-
plementation of laws against domestic 
violence

• �Enacting legal measures to end forced 
evictions and prioritize providing social 
housing to those previously affected by 
these, and otherwise vulnerable groups 
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FAMILY HOMELESSNESS IN

INDIA
COUNTRY PROFILE
Republic of India (India)  
Hindi: Bhārat Gaṇarājya 

LOCATION
South Asia; Bordering countries:  
Myanmar, Bangladesh, Afghanistan,  
Pakistan, China, Bhutan and Nepal;
Bordering Ocean: Indian Ocean

POPULATION 
India has 1.3 billion people. It is the largest 
democratic country, and projected to  
surpass China as the country with the 
world’s largest population around 2024.56

POLITICAL SYSTEM 
Federal Parliamentary Republic
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Last Censuses  
(General & Homelessness)
The last census was in 2011, and as they take  
place decennially the next will be in 2021. The  
Indian census includes both a section on the 
“houseless population,” evidencing the differences 
in terminology across cultures, as well as a specific 
“slum population census.”57 The last census  
estimated the number of “houseless” families,  
and disclosed the disproportionate amount of 
houseless women and children. The 2011 census 
noted 1.77 million homeless nationwide, reporting 
938,348 urban homeless and 830,000 rural home-
less. There is much debate over the actual numbers 
of homeless in India.58 NGOs working in the field, 
housing rights activists, and government officials 
working on the issue have spoken out on the  
enumeration tactics used in the 2011 census, stating 
it failed to provide adequate data. The census data 
contradicts other available data from NGOs and 
government agencies, and incorrectly shows a  
decline in homelessness from 1.9 million a decade 
earlier.59 Prior to 2001, the Government of India did 
not include the homeless in census enumeration.60

Country Definition of  
Homeless & Usage
Homelessness in India is defined and measured  
according to the census definition, which in 2001 
specified “houseless people” as persons who are not 
living in buildings, or ‘census houses’ which refers 
to ‘a structure with roof.’61 The extent of homless-
ness and eligibility for social welfare programs or 
services is measured by counting those living ‘in the 
open’, including roadsides, pavements, hume pipes, 
under flyovers and staircases, railway platforms, 
porches and places of worship in their definition.62

Housing insecurity/adequacy is not something 
measured in the census, which in lieu of the new 
UN Expert Group definition of homelessness, 
would exclude many families potentially identified 
as such, including urban slum dwellers, whose num-

bers are increasing. Moreover, civil society organiza-
tions (which have varying operational definitions  
of homelessness) estimate at least one percent of  
the population of urban India is homeless, with  
estimates of anywhere from 2.3 million to over  
3 million nationwide. These estimates have been 
made based on reports that the five largest cities in  
India have between 580,000-650,000 homeless 
(Mumbai, 200,000; Delhi,150,000-200,000; Chen-
nai, 40,000-50,000; Kolkata, 150,000; Bangalore, 
40,000-50,000).63

Context of Homelessness
Despite India’s fast growth, culturally and ethnically 
diverse society, and rising living standards, it faces 
numerous socio-economic challenges. Intersecting 
with India’s need to adequately mitigate poverty 
levels, and its increasing development, homeless-
ness is an issue gaining particular relevance in India 
today. Homelessness and housing insecurity are 
dealt with generally at the city and state levels  
rather than nationally.  As the country continues to 
rapidly modernize and urbanize, those most  
marginalized and in precarious financial situations 
are increasingly lacking the ability to find adequate 
housing, and even more, housing at all. Those  
marginalized with regard to housing, struggle 
against multiple forms of discrimination, includ-
ing: caste, age, gender, religion, marital status, and 
class and income. Homeless women are also partic-
ularly susceptible to increased health hazards,  
including lack of access to clean water, malnourish-
ment, and lack of healthcare.64

The challenges that Women and Children/Girls 
experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity 
face become even more difficult to address as the 
Government of India has struggled to accurately 
quantify the problem and collect sufficient disag-
gregated data to understand the multiple levels  
at which these groups are affected. The Indian 
Government has made efforts to strategize action 
on behalf of these groups nationally through policy, 
for example,  the National Plan of Action for  



20 | hidden faces of homelessness

DATA: Qualitative/Voices

Children, 2016. This must be better adhered to and 
supervision of implementation is vital to its success. 
It identifies four key priority areas: survival health 
and nutrition, education and development, protec-
tion and participation.65 Though there is no  
constitutional provision for housing, several  
constitutional provisions do acknowledge special 
protections necessary for these groups. For example, 
Article 15 prohibits discrimination, specifically 
against women and children, explicitly stating  
that “nothing in this Article shall prevent the  
State from making any special provisions for  
women and children.”66 Further, Article 39(f )  
stipulates that “children are given opportunities and 
facilities to develop in a healthy manner and in  
conditions of freedom and dignity and that child-
hood and youth are protected against exploitation 
and against moral and material abandonment.”67 
However, no specific constitutional provision or  
national and state laws address homelessness or  
inadequate housing in the country.68

The government has many programs in place that 
attempt to address poverty, houselessness, and  
affordable and adequate housing, such as: Housing 
for All, Scheme of Shelters for Urban Homeless, 
and Smart Cities Mission. Some put in place  
specifically for Women and Children/Girls include: 
Swadar Greh Scheme, Ujjawalla Scheme, and  
Integrated Child Protection Scheme. However, 
there is a lack of accountability and enforcement 
mechanisms. While the schemes and missions are 
commendable, they should not supplant laws and 
policies that would effectively regulate, monitor and 
hold accountable the government and subsequent 
public and private partners in achieving housing  
for all. Moreover, barriers to escaping situations of 
poverty and homelessness must be addressed. For 
example, India’s homeless are not easily afforded 
voter identity and ration cards, which are required to 
open a bank account, vote, access health services,  
report to the police, or access food and goods from the 
government’s welfare programs, leaving them name-
less to officials and the social security system.69 Policies 
are needed to specifically combat these barriers.

Sister Reetha Abraham  
Carmelite Sisters of Charity- 
Vedruna, in Unai, Gujarat, India

Testimony

We are all working in the Tribal Belt...So this issue is looked at differently. They all have at 
least a roof over their head but many are dilapidated having no finance to rebuild, so  
they live in fear at any time it might come down.

Homelessness for migrant workers, including our Tribals who move to work in the  
sugarcane fields, road work, construction and more is a reality. At least for 6 to 8 months 
every year the only roof over their head is a plastic sheet, be it cold or hot. The whole  
family (which may be 4 to 5 persons), including breastfeeding babies, stay cuddled under 
that sheet. Are they homeless? Landless? Or are they only jobless and cashless? Realities 
which surround us have tentacles of problems all interconnected.
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DATA: Quantitative
■ �Independent experts and civil society organiza-

tions estimate that Delhi has between 150,000  
and 200,000 homeless persons70 

■ �The homeless population accounts for about one 
percent of India’s urban population71

■ �The HLRN comments on the contradiction, “while 
India faces a national urban shortage of almost  
19 million houses, Census 2011 also reported 11.09  
million vacant houses in urban areas”72

■ �It is reported that between 2001 to 2011 families 
without homes increased 37% in urban areas  
while decreasing but fell to 26% in rural areas73

■ �The last census report on the “houseless popula-
tion” stated that, “India is home to 4.5 lakh house-
less families, equalling a total population of 17.73 
Lakh living without any support roof cover”74

	 Note: “Lakh” means “a hundred thousand” 

■ �Total 2.7 lakh children with age 0-6 are also house-
less in India as per primary census data of 2011”75

■ �In the first 6 months of 2019, approximately 
2,178,000 new displacements were recorded by  
Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, 2,171,000 
by disasters and 6,800 by conflict76
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History of Homelessness
In India, family homelessness results from rapid 
population growth, urbanization, and the inherent 
caste system. People may get displaced due to  
exclusion from the society for belonging to  
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes; this is a 
more severe issue in rural areas.77 Families placed in 
the lower ranks of the caste system experience  
horrific living and housing conditions. Additional-
ly, in many Hindu majority areas, the facilities and 
opportunities available for religious minorities are 
low, forcing them to either migrate or live in poor 
conditions.78 Women’s and children’s homelessness 
have social roots that transcend into economic,  
legal, and political areas. Domestic violence is  
rampant in India; women escaping violent and  
unstable homes often have few viable alternative 
living situations and do not have any property or 
other assets in their names, leaving them destitute. 
It is estimated that 29% of women between the 
ages of 15-49 have experienced lifetime physical 
and/or sexual intimate partner violence as of 2016, 
and 22% of women have experienced such violence 
in the last 12 months as of 2017.79

Despite changing family dynamics and urbaniza-
tion, there continues to be cultural resistance to the 
implementation of alternative care solutions for 
children without family or care at all. As childcare 
had previously been administered informally by  
extended family members, no government inter-
vention was previously required; therefore, many 
families question why intervention is now necessary 
for what was previously considered a family matter.80 

Religious beliefs also play a role in alternative care 
solutions. Under Hindu law, the dominant religion 
in India, fostering holds no rights or obligations for 
children, and therefore holds no religious signifi-
cance, whereas adoption does. The ideal situation is 
for foster parents to respect religious beliefs of the 
birth parents of the foster child in question, which 
can prove challenging for some families, especially 
for children of religious minorities.81 Fortunately, 

steps have been taken to promote alternative care 
solutions. In 2016, the Ministry of Women and 
Child Development created “Model Guidelines  
for Foster Care,” identifying more than 70 agencies 
for in-country adoptions, as well as several for  
inter-country adoptions.82

India has been well-recognized for their develop-
ment efforts, and national growth of GDP and  
living standards. However, these changes have 
largely been to the detriment of vulnerable groups. 
Homelessness has increased in urban areas while 
decreasing in rural areas, according to official  
government estimates in the last census. Urbaniza-
tion may explain some statistics which corresponds 
to a decline in homelessness in rural areas. The 
same people who were impoverished or explicitly 
considered houseless in rural areas may have  
migrated to cities, and faced with little affordable 
housing, resorted to living in informal settlements. 

Many families have lost their land and properties 
due to compulsory land acquisitions by the govern-
ment for development projects like the building  
of dams and roads. Lack of knowledge of legal 
rights and the inaccessibility of  legal processes and 
courts contributes to this.83 The Housing and Land 
Rights Network (HLRN) argues the right to land 
is intimately tied to the right to adequate housing 
and policy developments are needed from the  
government.84 The UN Special Rapporteur on  
Adequate Housing, Leilani Farha, asserts the  
prevalence of forced evictions and land grabbing in 
Indigenous communities, and discloses, “34. In  
India, for example, more than 41 per cent of the 
forest rights claims made under the Forest Rights 
Act have been rejected, in many cases reportedly  
on an arbitrary basis. As a result, an estimated  
9 million forest dwellers are threatened with eviction 
following the order issued by the Supreme Court 
in February 2019.”85 Development-related forced 
evictions (over 200,000 documented cases), conflict 
displacement (estimated 600,000), natural disaster 
relocation (estimated 30 million) and multidimen-
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sional discrimination and poverty are further  
compounding demands for housing, adequate  
or not, and the state has overwhelmingly left  
impoverished families and other marginalized 
groups outside of relocation schemes after  
displacement.86 Though directed to the Kenyan 
government, the following counsel is applicable to 
to Indian context: “infrastructure should not be 
done at such a high cost to the poorest in the city 
as its foreseen and unforeseen ramifications by far 
outweigh the development value.” 87

Good Practices:  
Leading Organization, 
Housing and Land Rights Network
The Housing and Land 
Rights Network (HLRN) 
based in New Delhi, India 
contributes greatly to data 
and advocacy for the 
homeless and housing  
insecure of India. The  
organization, “works for the recognition, defence, 
promotion, and realisation of the human rights  
to adequate housing and land, which involves  
securing a safe and secure place for all individuals 
and communities, especially marginalized commu-
nities, to live in peace and dignity.”88 The good 
practices HLRN emphasizes include housing first 
and priority housing options for the homeless, as 
displayed in their campaign on adequate housing.89

HLRN’s premise of housing as a human right 
makes reports of the UN Special Rapporteur on 
Adequate Housing very useful for the organization, 
and conversely they can more easily contribute  
ideas and guidance to others willing to see the  
connection. The foundational belief that housing  
is a human right directs some of their educational 
campaigns to the government, aiming to push  
policies towards fulfillment of international and  
national commitments.

The organization’s involvement in networks and  
coalitions is one of their strategic principles.90 
HLRN was a founding member of a network called 
“the Urban Rights Forum” in English, which has  
increased the political influence of those wishing to 
end homelessness since 2008. Shivani Chaudhry, 
Executive Director of HLRN puts forth that this  
is a model which can be replicated. In particular, 
such a network could assist states in coordinating  
a response - which is what was done through this 
network’s presence in Delhi. The HLRN have noted 
Delhi’s response to homelessness to be one of India’s 
best, but despite over 200 shelters, the majority of 
homeless people remain unsheltered, including 
many women and children.91 This gives reason for 
the continued existence of the network. The network 
serves to connect organizations and allow them to 
educate each other, coming to more comprehensive 
and depthful understandings of the pervasive issue.

Impactful Service: Yoga
Yoga originated in India, but has now become  
popular in many parts of the world. Yoga has great 
potential for addressing trauma. Some aspects of 
yoga include:
	 • �Connecting your movement with your 

breathing, which can help reduce stress  
and panic, and bring focus; 

	 • �Tailoring your practice to what feels good for 
you. If there are constraints due to disability, 

We focus on the needs of people and 
what their demands are, to make them 
political constituents in charge of their 
own lives...we do work with the commu-
nity and work with the government and 
try to bridge the gap between them,  
so we try to help communities access 
government officials, we also do direct 
advocacy with the government: monitor 
the conditions and let them know what 
people are demanding.  

- �Shivani Chaudhry, Executive Director of Housing 
and Land RIghts Network, India
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illness, lack of space, simply the breathing 
practices and techniques can prove useful, 
but there are also calming poses that require 
little room and flexibility;

	 • �Yoga is meant to honor the self and the world 
around you. Statements such as “namaste” 
(translated from Sanskrit to mean ‘the light 
in me greets the light in you’) functions on 
the principle that we are all beings with 
worth. This sort of acknowledgement helps 
anyone, and most definitely needs to be 
heard by someone struggling. 

In India, the Yoga Institute offers “yoga for special 
children,” which caters to special needs children 
from lower socio-economic groups, “yoga for  
women,” in which “free yoga camps for women are 
organized every year to empower them with yoga 
education and to assist them with health,  
hygiene, and wellness,” and “yoga for oppressed  
people,” which serves a political purpose alongside 
the practical, as it is used “in order to facilitate  
sustainable social change and reduce disparities.”92 
Yoga teaching can be tailored to the needs of the 
population at hand, which is why it has had well- 
documented success in the U.S.A. within schools, 
prisons, and with survivors of sexual assault—all 
groups that overlap with the homeless population 
(and Family Homessness, specifically) as pointed 
out by Pamela Eggleston, Co-Executive Director 
of Yoga Service Council. Amina Naru, Co-Executive 
Director of Yoga Service Council explains, “essen-
tially we push the yoga as a healing and self-care 

modality.” For this reason, yoga can be used by those 
serving the homeless population as well, to prevent 
burn-out and improve their disposition to be able to 
practice trauma-informed principles.  

Innovative Idea, 
Care for homeless children 
Given the stigma surrounding alternative care for 
children in India and reflected elsewhere in the 
world, the idea of prioritizing homeless children 
must be strongly advocated for. 

Programs working well despite cultural and other 
challenges deserve to be highlighted, including:  
	 1. Udayan Care
	� Udayan Care is an NGO based in Delhi. 

Udayan Care has created small group homes 
designed with the vision of “regenerating  
the rhythm of life of the disadvantaged  
[children].”93 Through various forms of ther-
apy and in compliance with India and the 
UN’s stipulations for children’s shelters, 
Udayan Care specializes in rehabilitating 
Street Children after trauma, and there are 
currently 17 homes in four Indian states, as 
well as 2 aftercare facilities.94

	� For more information on Udayan Care: 
https://www.udayancare.org/

	 2. SOS Children’s Villages of India
	� SOS Children’s Villages is an international or-

ganization which aims to provide children with 
a substitute for a real family in “villages.” There 
are 32 SOS children’s villages in India, which 
provide direct care for 25,000 children and  
indirect care for almost 2,000,000 children.95

	� For more information on  
SOS Children’s Villages of India:  
https://www.soschildrensvillages.in/

Other NGOs specializing in the care of Street 
Children in India include: Children’s Aid Society, 
Quality Institutional Care & Alternatives for  
Children and Prayas Juvenile Aid Center. 



Advocacy Recommendations 
Acknowledging the role civil society,  
the private sector, and citizens play in  
influencing national action related to  
social issues, we recommend:
• �Supporting societal acceptance of home-

lessness as a challenge specifically for 
children and the need for corresponding 
action 

• �Educating to counter domestic and 
family violence, ranging from principles 
of respect for women to women’s skills 
training

• �Giving special attention to ending the 
caste system, through legal and social 
changes

• �Encouraging allocation of national land 
for affordable housing 

• �Promoting the increasing and varying 
services for the homeless within cities, 
including shelters that meet the needs of 
specific populations including survivors of 
violence, children/girls, and the disabled

Policy Recommendations 
We believe the following policy recommen-
dations are essential to addressing and  
preventing Family Homelessness, and are  
applicable at the local, national and interna-
tional levels. We encourage:
• �State-sanctioned building of long-term, 

supported housing for families as alterna-
tives to shelters and slums 

• �The implementation of accountability and 
enforcement mechanisms for existing services

• �More national governmental efforts to  
collect disaggregated data on homelessness 
and  housing insecurity, combined with  
regional efforts to network existing services, 
coordinating the response and better identi-
fying gaps in services and people in need

• �Allocation of funding to climate-smart agri-
culture and other measures to improve  
conditions in rural area

• �Adoption of Human Rights-Based Ap-
proaches to development, supported by leg-
islative and other measures for the direction 
of national and local  projects and strategies
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UNITED STATES
FAMILY HOMELESSNESS IN THE

U N I T E D  S T A T E S
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COUNTRY PROFILE
United States of America (USA)  
Spanish: Estados Unidos de América 

LOCATION
North America; Bordering countries:  
Mexico and Canada; Coasts: Pacific  
and Atlantic Oceans

POPULATION 
As of 2018, the USA’s population  
was estimated to be 327,167,434.96

POLITICAL SYSTEM 
Constitutional federal republic
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Last Censuses  
(General & Homelessness)
The most recent United States census was in 2010, 
and as they take place every ten years the next  
will occur in 2020. A total count of the homeless 
population is not produced or published by the  
census bureau, which cites the lack of an agreed 
upon definition of homelessness as a barrier to  
completing a count for the census.97 In 2010 it did 
produce a policy report focusing on “the 209,000 
people enumerated in the 2010 Census at emergency 
and transitional shelters and their demographic 
characteristics and geographic distribution.”98 This 
particular report did not discuss families at all. Family 
Homelessness is not a term used in the census.

Country Definition of  
Homelessness & Usage:
The U.S. Department of Education (ED) considers 
any child or youth who lacks a fixed, regular, and 
adequate nighttime residence to be homeless.99 In 
essence, ED’s definition includes types of unstable 
housing not traditionally understood by the public 
to be forms of homelessness. These precarious  
situations include living “doubled up.” Immigrant 
and refugee children are also considered homeless if 
living under any of these circumstances. Programs 
administered by the U.S. Departments of Health 
and Human Services, Labor, Justice, and Agricul-
ture all use definitions similar to that of ED.  
Significantly, the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD), which funds many 
emergency housing services, uses a much narrower 
definition than ED and other federal agencies.

For HUD, “literally homeless” means an “Individual 
or family who lacks a fixed, regular, and adequate 
nighttime residence.100 While HUD considers  
families residing in homeless shelters or in places 
not meant for human habitation to be homeless,  
its definition of homelessness for families in  
“doubled up” or in transient situations is limited. 
HUD’s counting methods based on their definition 

contribute to Family Homelessness’ hidden nature. 
HUD reports a decrease in family homelessness yet  
specifies, “the overall decline in family homelessness 
between 2007 and 2019 reflects a substantial  
decrease in families experiencing homelessness in 
unsheltered locations.” The ICPH puts forth: “what 
if a mother were so fearful that her children would 
be taken from her (authorities sometimes seize  
the children of adults unable to provide them with 
shelter) that she purposefully avoids being count-
ed?”101 The differences in definitions among U.S. 
federal agencies create logistical and bureaucratic 
challenges in providing services to the most vulner-
able children and families.102

Context of Homelessness: 
The known statistics for homelessness in the United 
States are already shocking considering the wealth 
and clout of the nation, however, these do not  
reflect the pervasive reality of homelessness and 
housing insecurity for many families, most of whom 
are marginalized in other ways, as well. The relation 
of this issue to finances, and in particular capital, is 
evident. The proportion of income many families 
spend on housing, which is often going towards 
rent rather than a mortgage, displays a need for  
social protection floors to reduce the risk of losing 
housing due to expected, yet unpredictable financial 
shocks and stresses (including the breakdown of  
familial relationships such as marriage). The con-
nection between domestic abuse, violence against 
women, and homelessness is clear. The National 
Coalition for the Homeless asserts, “families escap-
ing domestic violence may have poor credit, rental, 
and/or employment histories,”103 showing efforts to 
protect children by fleeing abuse in the home can 
result in other challenges and threats to their safety.

Why Neighborhoods Make Us Sick: Restoring Health 
and Wellness to Our Communities by Veronica Squires 
and Breanna Lathrop presents commentary on  
the irony of how families pay so much money for 
housing that is increasingly being proven unsafe/ 
inadequate, or within a larger environment (i.e. a 
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neighborhood) that is unsafe and inadequate, which 
can lead to health and wellbeing issues not necessarily 
directly attributed to housing.104 The ethnographic 
book Evicted by Matthew Desmond presents com-
mon financial predicaments as the main causes of 
eviction: the cost of health problems and related 
medications, unexpected cultural expenses (such as 
funerals), and costs of resource necessities apart from 
shelter can make families unable to make rent  
payments.105 The cycle of evictions and moving  
between accommodations is one of the most com-
mon forms of Family Homelessness in the USA 
context. Desmond asserts, “if incarceration had come 
to define the lives of men from impoverished black 
neighborhoods, eviction was shaping the lives of 
women.”106 In Philip Alston’s 2017 report, he notes 
under “Shortcomings in basic social protection” that 
“poor children are also significantly affected by 
America’s affordable and adequate housing crisis. 
Around 21% of persons experiencing homelessness 
are children. While most are reportedly experienc-
ing sheltered homelessness, the lack of financial  
stability, high eviction rates, and high mobility rates 
negatively impact education, and physical and  
mental health.”107  The rates of youth homelessness 
are also high, so civil society has attempted to open a 
dialogue on this topic. Point Source Youth hosted 
the First Annual Southern Symposium on Solutions to 
End Youth Homelessness in Atlanta, Georgia in  
September 2019 focused on the prevalence of racial 
and sexual minorities in the Southern youth home-
less population.

In the U.S. there is an abundance 
of emergency accommodations 
and treatment for homeless  
individuals and families, some-
times offering targeted services 
(such as for transgender youth). 
However, the misallocation of 
social spending on short-term 
solutions has a dual impact:

Firstly, it appears as if the USA 
has a greater concern for their 
homeless population than what 

is found in many other country-cases. However, 
when compared to the GDP of the country, the  
social spending is not proportional.108 And in the 
USA the provision of services is largely from the 
non-profit/NGO sector. Secondly, because the 
short-term solutions in place don’t address  inter-
generational poverty and the intersections of issues 
(such as high healthcare costs to housing instability) 
the current political atmosphere attributes this real-
ity to the failure of individuals or social supports in 
general, rather than to the approaches being taken.

The decrease in social-spending which accompanied 
the USA’s shift from a Keynesian to Neoliberal  
economic model has proven to be ineffective finan-
cially, yet successful politically.109 In the country’s 
116th Congress (2019-2020), the following bill, “to 
provide a path to end homelessness in the United 
States, and for other purposes,” had been introduced 
in March of 2019 but has yet to pass the house or the 
senate, let alone become law: H.R.1856 - Ending 
Homelessness Act of 2019.110 The bill’s text notes 
the lack of appropriate federal governmental and 
policy response to homelessness.111 The National  
Alliance to End Homelessness comments on the 
potential impact of the bill, stating, “the Ending 
Homelessness Act of 2019 (H.R. 1856) would  
provide substantial additional funding for homeless-
ness programs around the country outside of the 
regular annual appropriations process.112
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DATA: Quantitative

■ �114,000 students in NYC are homeless113 

■ �According to the most recent HUD report on 2019:114

	 ■ �National increase in homelessnes by  
nearly three percent between 2018 and  
2019 (14,885 more people)

	 ■ �“The unsheltered homeless Children under  
the age of 18 were 60 percent of people  
experiencing homelessness in families  
in 2019”

	 ■ �In sheltered homelessness, “about six in  
10 people in families were female (women  
and girls under 18), four in 10 were male,  
and very small numbers were transgender  
or gender non-conforming”

■ �From a 2019 Voices of Youth Count, “Ninety-four  
of the 215 youth we interviewed had foster care  
histories. Forty-four percent identified entrance  
into foster care as the beginning of their housing  
instability”115

■ �As of 2017, in New York City one out of every 100  
babies were born into sheltered homelessness116

■ �According to ICPH, “as recently as April 2019, 1,029 
families were staying in Domestic Violence Shelters, 
including over 2,000 children”117



The following information is from  
testimonies shared in a focus group  
with women housed in My Sister’s Place 
Lodge transitional housing in Baltimore, 
MD, USA in Fall of 2019. The women 
were all above 50 years old.
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“�Everyone knows we live in a dangerous time. 
It’s bad out here. For a woman, or a woman 
with her children [to be homeless] – it’s  
uncalled for. It’s appalling, it’s appalling.”

“�People work all their lives and the system  
is just screwed – you can’t even get help 
when you need it. Even if you pay taxes all 
your life. Homelessness…it’s frightening,  
it’s depressing.”

“�Like people’ve been saying, we had careers. 
We were making good money, you know? 
We weren’t addicts or anything like that. We 
paid our bills and then something happened 
that was, you know, beyond our control.”

“�In my experience, the same help I tried to get 
to keep me from becoming homeless, once 
I was homeless, I was able to get that help. 
Before that no one could help me. They 
couldn’t get me resources. But as soon as 
I became homeless all of these resources 
opened up. But I feel when it comes to any-
one homeless, but especially a mother and 
her children, some type of program should 
be implemented to help them keep their 
home – keep a  roof over their head for their 
children. It shouldn’t have to be once you 
become homeless that these resources open 
up to you...Something need to be revised, 
implemented.” 

“�The people who are supposed to be repre-
senting us, they are getting richer and richer 
and the poorer, poorer and poorer. They 
don’t even want us to be middle class, you 
either got to be rich or poor.”

“�I think minimum wage definitely needs to be 
raised, should have been raised a long time 
ago because the cost of living way exceeds 
minimum wage and it has been that way for 
years. It shouldn’t take till 2020 for them to 
raise it to 15 dollars because by then the 
cost of living has gone up some more. That 
should have been what, 2001, 1999. For real.” 

DATA: Qualitative/Voices

Participants communicated the range 
of reasons why they, and those they 
knew (including many of their families) 
experienced homelessness and hous-
ing insecurity. They shared that finan-
cial stressors and forced evictions were 
prevalent, and that despite hard work 
and planning, anyone could find  
themselves in their situation. However, 
there were discussions around the  
prevalence of minorities within these 
harsh situations. The participants also 
acknowledged the stereotypes and 
stigmas around  homelessness which 
they felt contributed to the continua-
tion of the issue. The group displayed 
mistrust towards the United States  
government, citing the circumstances 
that lead to their homelessness and  
the absence or limited role of govern-
ment in addressing homelessness.  
Expression of anger and sadness was  
accompanied by practical suggestions 
for what can be done. In both the  
women’s stories and direct suggestions, 
the need for social protection policies 
and programs was displayed. The  
women put forth a common call for the 
government to take responsibility and 
accountability on these issues.

▶

Testimony
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Pictured: Women Participants with Lived Experience of Homelessness
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History of Homelessness
Like in Europe, the 2008 financial crisis coincided 
with a rise in homelessness. Notably the Eviction 
Lab at Princeton University reports, “at the peak  
of the financial crisis in 2010, estimates suggest 
slightly over one million foreclosures were completed 
nationally.”118 Income inequality in the USA is  
widening, and additional discouraging factors such 
as rising unemployment and underemployment 
worsening housing affordability/access.119 Accord-
ing to UN Habitat in the USA, “even working full 
time does not guarantee that households can afford 
to pay for housing.120

There are intersections of Family Homelessness 
with dominant (though often understated) political 
problems, including an increase in women’s incar-
ceration, human trafficking, the opioid crisis, and 
the border crisis. The narrative of homelessness in 
the U.S. has for a long time, to the benefit of exist-
ing systems of injustice, presented homelessness as 
an issue of personal fault (addiction or mismanage-
ment of opportunities and resources). The racial 
component of family homelessness in the United 
States is critical. Although government-sanctioned 
racial and ethnic discrimination may be a relic of 
the past, minority groups are still overrepresented in 
shelters when compared to white families due to 
prejudice and substantial access barriers to decent 
employment, education, health care, and housing.121 
Inequality in wealth/capital, more than income  
inequality, reflect a need for a different approach  
towards housing. Sequoia Ayala of Sister, love inc. 
stated, “racism and intergenerational poverty make 
it an imperative that you have some level of priority 
system which reflects those peoples’ experiences.”

The USA’s states are known to have differences in 
their governance and local policies, as well as faces 
and manifestations of extreme poverty, including 
homelessness. The Special Rapporteur on Extreme 
Poverty and Human Rights, Philip Alston’s 2017 
Statement on Visit to the USA employs comparisons 
to show inequality across the nation and includes 

commentary on the lasting legacy of colonialism in 
both indigenous communities and in a territory.122 

Alston’s discussion of the USA’s unincorporated 
territory Puerto Rico serves to show the relation-
ship between poverty and political rights, but also 
display the difference in quality of life and govern-
mental responses in a territory versus in a state. He 
cites the federal government’s poor response to 
natural disasters in recent years as well as long- 
standing issues like the island’s debt and political 
structure, and yet Puerto Rico’s inability to act 
against U.S. federal policy.123 Unlike in states of the 
USA, the majority (66%) of homeless families were 
unsheltered as of 2018.124 HUD’s 2019 Annual 
Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress data 
estimates and analyses “excludes Puerto Rico and 
U.S. territories.”125 Further attention to Family 
Homelessness within United States territories and 
indigenous communities is necessary.

Good Practices:  
Leading Organization, 
My Sister’s Place
My Sister’s Place (MSP) 
from Catholic Charities has 
a variety of services and 
principles which make their 
organization unique. MSP 
is a  day shelter and resource center for women  
and children. They aim to empower those they 
serve through their services.126 Former Director 
Rebecca Lorick explained, “we really take a holistic 
approach and look at the whole person not just 
poverty or not just homelessness. It’s important  
to see the big picture.” Programming Coordinator 
Julie Martin reflected, “I definitely think our  
program is really progressive… in terms of the  
services that we offer and the way we treat people.” 
Notably, the programs MSP offers are always  
accompanied by case-management. 
Programs include:
Behavioural Health services
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Substance abuse treatment 
Psychiatry
Education on finance and budgeting
Eviction Prevention Program
Family Stability Program
Transitional Housing
Human Trafficking Prevention Program

For more information about My Sister’s Place: 
https://www.catholiccharities-md.org/services/
my-sisters-place-womens-center/

Impactful Service: Public Libraries
In the United States, libraries have become a critical 
resource in the informal education of the homeless, 
and a tool to help connect the homeless to helpful 
resources. Publics libraries in many states give those 
without a home somewhere to go for safety, to apply 

for jobs, learn important skills, and become integrat-
ed into communal environments. The access to  
information provided through books, as well as  
other resources and services (for example educational 
events and publicly accessible computers), can di-
rectly impact someone’s housing status or livelihood. 
The New York Public Library annually produces a 
free publication, Connections: A Guide for Formerly 
Incarcerated People of New York City, addressing an 
issue which largely intersects with Family Home-
lessness. It includes resources for those experiencing 
homelessness, and resources that would help with 
housing maintenance and sustainability.127

Libraries are invaluable public spaces and they hold 
the potential to be more impactful. Libraries give 
homeless children an additional opportunity to 
learn and connect outside of a school environment. 
Some public libraries in the U.S. are working with 
social workers to provide trauma-informed care to 
those who are experiencing adverse life challenges 
such as homelessness, substance abuse, trauma and 
mental health crises. A librarian from Maryland, 
USA expressed an explicit need for resources such 
as training in trauma-informed care, in order to 
meet the needs of their clientele each day; this is 
something that should be considered by the federal 
government for all public institutions.

We have attorneys come in and talk to  
ladies who are at risk of being trafficked, 
which all homeless women, and children  
are at risk of being trafficked. A lot of  
people don’t understand what human  
trafficking really is. 

- �Rebecca Lorick, Former Director of My Sister’s Place, USA



Innovative Idea,  
Relatable Service Providers
In the USA the disparities between the rich and 
the poor often correspond with other minority  
statuses. People experiencing homelessness and 
housing insecurity need better access to services for 
the range of root causes, as well as the corresponding 
or resulting traumas. However, the effectiveness of 
services can often depend at least in part upon the 
relationship between service provides and those in 
need. The following voices give insight into the  
positive impact of services’ employment of service 
providers that are reflective of the life experiences 
and communities of those being served.

I had a social worker - it wasn’t just a job for her. She went over and beyond. She wouldn’t  
let me give up on me. If she wasn’t there, I would have been in the system. People I met at 
the group home wasn’t there just for a job, they were really there to help...of course  
there were a few souls that didn’t care, didn’t answer but the ones that did care mattered. 
She was black and she was adopted, so it was relatable. Most people can only give you  
the experience that they have been through. If you don’t know, you can only tell me so much. 
So with her, she lived it so she was able to tell me what to do and what not to do and what 
she did was amazing. I would really, really, love to see her now. She made an impact, until 
today she made an impact in my life.” 

- �Ronika Ward, Author of Something to Make A Bird Sing and Founder of Our Sisters Project Inc.; Formerly Homeless as 
a Teenager and as a Young Mother, USA

During the counselling encounter, seeing 
someone who looks like them and has  
similar experiences to them or at least can 
empathize, opens up a lot of intersecting  
issues that the person is dealing with in their 
lives. Particularly the women, the name of 
our organization - SisterLove - in a lot of 
ways resonates with black women. In a way 
that they know they’re going to find a place 
of comfort, of folks that they can confide in, 
and ultimately, in their search to access 
whatever resources they need...a lot of times 
in those encounters we find there are  
women who are homeless.

- �Sequoia Ayala, Director of Policy and Advocacy  
Program at SisterLove, Inc., USA 

Testimony



Advocacy Recommendations 
Acknowledging the role civil society,  
the private sector, and citizens play in  
influencing national action related to  
social issues, we recommend:
• �Encouraging HUD’s adoption of the  

Expert Group Meeting definition of 
homelessness

• �Supporting social protection floor  
policies accompanied by more accessible, 
affordable and coordinated social services 

• �Recognizing the lasting legacy and  
manifestations of racism and discrimint-
ation within society

• �Provision of trauma-informed care train-
ing and resources across public services, 
including libraries

• �Creating policies and programs to help 
reduce inequality of income and capital

Policy Recommendations 
We believe the following policy recom-
mendations are essential to addressing 
and preventing Family Homelessness, 
and are applicable at the local, national 
and international levels. We encourage:
• �Enacting legislation to prevent forced 

foreclosures and evictions 
• �Adopting the UN Expert Group 

Meeting definition of homelessness 
across all governmental departments

• �Including the USA’s territories in  
national discussions of homelessness 
and federal policy and program design 

• �Implementing social protection floor 
policies, and prioritizing social housing 
for the most vulnerable and marginal-
ized groups

• �Ensuring all social, economic and polit-
ical measures taken to address and  
prevent Family Homelessness, among 
other multilateral issues, are decoloniz-
ing in principle and effect
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IRELAND
FAMILY HOMELESSNESS IN
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COUNTRY PROFILE
Republic of Ireland (Ireland)  
Irish: Éire 

LOCATION
Northwestern Europe; Bordering  
country: United Kingdom (Northern  
Ireland); Ireland is an island in the  
Atlantic Ocean 

POPULATION 
4,761,865 people as of April 2016.128

POLITICAL SYSTEM 
Parliamentary Republic
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Last Censuses  
(General & Homelessness)
More frequently than in many countries, the Irish 
censuses take place every 5 years. The last census 
was in 2016 and the next will be 2021. Homeless-
ness is included in the census. Data on homeless-
ness from the 2016 census shows increases for both 
homelessness generally and Family Homelessness. 
The number of homeless individuals totaled 6,906 
(compared to  3,791 in 2011), and the number of 
homeless families was 896 (compared to 296 in 
2011).129 This coincides with a general population 
increase. Those living in long-term supported  
accommodation are included in the 2011 Census 
data but have been excluded in the 2016 data. 

The Census data also entails counts of “rough sleep-
ers.” Demographics are also recorded in the census, 
showing that non-Irish nationals are overrepresent-
ed in the homeless population (“about 25 percent 
even though they only account for 13% of the over-
all population”).130 The increase in homelessness is 
rapid enough that non-governmental estimates 
from 2019 reveal a huge change: 10,378 homeless 
people in Ireland as of March 2019, with an increase 
of 243% of homeless families since 2015.131

Country Definition of  
Homelessness & Usage
Homelessness is defined by Section 2 of the  
Housing Act (1988) states that a person should be 
considered homeless by a housing authority if:
	 “�(a) there is no accommodation available 

which, in the opinion of the authority,  
he, together with any other person who 
normally resides with him or who might 
reasonably be expected to reside with him, 
can reasonably occupy or remain in occu-
pation of, or (b) he is living in a hospital, 
county home, night shelter or other such 
institution, and is so living because he has 
no accommodation of the kind referred to 

in paragraph (a), and he is, in the opinion 
of the authority, unable to provide accom-
modation from his own resources.”132

In practice, however, not every homeless person  
has been designated as “homeless,” as subject to  
“the opinion of the authority,” including many 
homeless families, Women and Children/Girls.  
Official homelessness data is produced by local  
authorities via the Pathway Accommodation and 
Support System (PASS), enacted nationally in 
2013. It captures only the number of “individuals in 
State-funded emergency accommodation, arrange-
ments that are overseen by local authorities133 mean-
ing the data would not even cover all people in  
Ireland designated homeless by the country’s fairly 
narrow definition. The homeless residents in ac-
commodation not considered as emergency accom-
modation, such as long-term supported accommo-
dation and certain houses and apartments funded 
by local authorities, are no longer counted as such.

Context of Homelessness
Like many European countries, Ireland has faced 
difficulties following the 2008 global financial crisis. 
Despite BBC stating in 2018, that “with the help of 
an international bailout, Ireland has been recovering 
once more,”134  it is clear from this case-study how 
the effects of such a crisis (both immediately and 
enduringly) disproportionately affect marginalized 
populations. The Irish Society for the Prevention  
of Cruelty to Children comments on the shift in 
national homelessness trends, “traditionally the  
majority of homeless people were single and often 
living in urban areas, particularly in Dublin,  
however now the crisis has spread to all parts of  
the country with a rapid increase in the number of 
families becoming homeless.”135 It is also clear from 
FEANTSA policy reports that Family Homeless-
ness is growing across the continent, and the crisis  
is largely hidden. Jean Quinn DW contextualized 
the change within international affairs, “displace-
ment caused by war and poverty has increased the 



38 | hidden faces of homelessness

DATA: Qualitative/Voices

Aileen and Alex*  
Parents in a Family Experiencing 
Homelessness, Ireland 

Testimony

Aileen and Alex were living in rented accommodation in Dublin while working and  
raising their two children. Both of their children had support needs: their daughter has 
sickle cell anaemia and their son is autistic. When the apartment they were living in was 
sold, they could not find affordable housing in Ireland. Rather than having to be in emer-
gency accommodation they decided to emigrate to the United Kingdom. When they  
arrived in the UK they presented to the local council and with the support of a letter from 
a consultant explaining the health needs of their daughter, they were given suitable hous-
ing. However when they tried to find suitable schools for their children they were told it 
would take two years to get a placement. They returned to Ireland in order to continue 
their childrens’ education. When they returned to ireland they were placed in emergency 
hotel accommodation which they had to leave each day. The family continued for months 
like this, before they were placed in a two bedroom apartment which still does not suit the 
needs of their family. They had been on the social housing waiting list for 13 years.

* �Name changes  |  Note: MLRC enabled UNANIMA International’s access to this testimony

number of families seeking asylum in Europe  
and contributed significantly to this increase.”136 
Irish policies have not yet provided governmental  
direction to address these changes. According  
to the Dublin Region Homeless Executive, the most 
recent “key legislation relating to homelessness” was 
the Housing (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2009.137

Gross income inequality is higher in Ireland than 
any other European Union member state, and the 
low paid workers are disproportionately minorities, 
specifically young women, and people with disabili-
ties.138 Mercy Law Resource Center (MLRC) also 
asserts, “it is evident that ethnic minorities face  
particular barriers to accessing housing and home-
less services.”139 These are the same groups already 
vulnerable to homelessness. Within Ireland single 
or “lone” parents are a particularly vulnerable group: 
60% of homeless families are led by a single mother, 
and “they experience higher levels of discrimination 

and difficulty with access to housing.”140 They are 
faced with the challenge of providing for themselves 
and their children while facing these compound 
difficulties and traumas. This statistic is staggering 
because families led by single mothers account for 
only 16% of Ireland’s families.141

The hidden nature of women’s/family homelessness 
in the Irish context is very clear from the Irish PhD 
dissertation “Women and Homelessness in Ireland: 
A Biographical, Longitudinal Perspective” by Sarah 
Sheridan. She finds that an  inability to access  
services increases the isolation of those experienc-
ing homelessness.142 Limitations in data collection 
methodology from state institutions are pointed 
out. 143 Gaps in research focused on Ireland identi-
fied by UNANIMA International include: identifi-
cation of how cultural norms may increase women’s 
and families’ homelessness and exploration of shifts 
in residency from rural to urban areas.
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DATA: Quantitative

■ �10,448 people were homeless in November of 2019144 

■ �25% of Ireland’s homeless population is disabled, 
and travellers account for 9%145

■ �1,698 families were officially recorded as homeless 
(77% of these live in the Dublin area), around 24% of 
those are between the ages 18-24146

■ �August 2018: 9,527 people in emergency accommo-
dation (5,834 adults and 3,693 children)147
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While Mary* was working, she was also 
studying to be a lawyer. She had a part-
ner and a child and a mortgage and  
a house, marble countertops and every-
thing. Mary’s work dried up during the  
recession. Her partner decided to move 
to Canada to get work there. Her partner 
moved and went off with someone else. 
He left her and the child, and the mort-
gage, in Ireland. So Mary wound up not 
being able to pay the mortgage on her 
own. She gave the keys to the bank. She 
moved back home to stay with her  
mother, who was an abusive parent. 
Mary put her own daughter in care,  
because she didn’t want her to experi-
ence the abuse she experienced. She 
stayed one year with her mom, until  
she resorted to homelessness. With no 
other support structures in place, she 
wasn’t going to stay in an abusive rela-
tionship. She had a breakdown while 
homeless in a hostel. Also while living in  
hostels, she wound up using drugs and  
got pregnant. Once she had a depen-
dant, she was given transitional housing. 
Later, she was given permanent, sup-
ported housing through Sophia Housing. 
When speaking about receiving perma-
nent, supported housing, Mary kept  
repeating:  “I deserve this, i’m worth this.”
- �Testimony about Mary*, A Single Mother Now 

Housed in Sophia Housing, Ireland  

* Name change

Testimony
History of Homelessness
The building of social housing units has been rapidly 
decreasing since the 1970s.148 This supports the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing Leilani 
Farha’s claim that the financialization of housing 
coincides with neoliberalism.149 Between 2013 and 
2016, only 2,072 units were built, accounting  
for less than 10% of total builds during that time 
period.150 Meanwhile, and problematically, there 
has been an increase of emergency accommodation 
though they do not meet the demand nor provide a 
long-term solution. Jean Quinn has referred to the 
increase in emergency accomodation beginning  
in 2014 as “unprecedented,” particularly as many 
children live in these settings.151 Women in emer-
gency accommodation has increased.152

Though the Housing First (HF) present in Ireland 
has displayed successes, the vast number of proper-
ties in the private rented sector - which the govern-
ment has deferred to - make this policy difficult  
to fulfill.153 Private housing (rented with housing 
vouchers) in Ireland is often used in place of social 
housing, which challenges accountability and  
security of tenure. There is housing discrimination 
against those using state “rent supplements” even 
though this practice is illegal and attempts to stop 
this have been attempted through policy.154 

Housing in Ireland: From Crisis to Crisis suggests 
Ireland’s housing situation follows boom to bust 
cycles, and divides these into three phases: 1993-
2006 (the Celtic Tiger years); 2007-2012 (the 
crash); 2013 onward (unstable, uneven and partial 
rebalancing).155 Strikingly, the first phase predated 
the 2008 economic crisis which currently is often 
attributed as a primary cause for nations’ social 
welfare failings. During the Celtic Tiger years debt 
increased, housing was undersupplied, and prices 
increased, and in Ireland urbanization was already 
occurring; neoliberalism is suggested as a cause of 
these symptoms of the housing crisis among other 
long-term effects detailed in the other phases.156 
The final phase brings us to the present, where  
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political and economic stances perpetuate the  
issues which lead to the housing crisis. In debates 
preceding upcoming elections, housing and home-
lessness are not being discussed with the attention 
or time allocation the pervasive issues deserve. 

Ireland’s situation within the European Union is 
significant, because the strength of the regional 
body in economic, social, and political areas implies 
the (potential) effect of the EU’s policies and  
guidance on the recognition and documentation of 
Family Homelessness, and the issue’s address. In 
Falling Through the Cracks: Exposing Inequalities in 
the EU and Beyond, it is put forth that: “the EU 
should ensure that resources, both national and 
European, are used strategically to end homeless-
ness and are not used merely to finance short-term 
measures.”157

Good Practices: 
Leading Organization,  
Sophia Housing
Sophia Housing is a 
supported housing 
NGO based across 
Ireland, which has 
successfully been pro-
viding support and housing for the most vulnerable 
in Irish Society for over twenty Years. In 2018,  
Sophia Housing supported 477 adults and 433  
children within tenancies, and 280 total families 
were supported by Sophia Housing in 2018.158  
Prior to receiving supported housing services at  
Sophia Housing, residents had been forced or found 
in the position to live in hotels, family hubs, bed and 
breakfasts, hostels, family homes, women’s refuge 
shelters, emergency homeless shelters, and unten-
ured private rented spaces, among others.

Most recently Sophia Housing was recognised for 
its good practices in the manual for European 
Homeless and Mental Health Service Providers – 
Dignity and Well-Being: Practical Approaches to 

Working with Homeless People with Mental 
Health Problems. Sophia Housing provides living 
accommodation as well as services for holistic  
support to families, couples and individuals. Their 
innovative projects have been created with the  
support of other Civil Society organizations and 
the Irish Government, with the understanding that 
Women and Children/Girls’ needs when emerging 
from the trauma of homelessness are multiple and 
complex. Their service model is one of helping  
people into homes of their own as quickly as  
possible, as this is believed to be the most satisfac-
tory approach in the short term and the most  
enduring. Sophia Housing’s approach is service  
efficient and has proven to be cost effective over 
time. Their evidence-based approaches can con-
tribute immensely to addressing Family Homeless-
ness. Additionally, Sophia Housing’s principles and 
methodology (and most importantly permanent, 
supported housing) can apply to any cultural con-
text. The programs, resources, and housing itself 
could look very different.

The residents accepted into Sophia Housing  
often have unique needs reflective of challenges 
that a person of any means may have, including 
needs resulting from disability (physical and/ 
or mental), having a child with disabilities, or  
having poor mobility. Support services delivered  
by Sophia Housing include rent management,  
education, mediation, job training, mental health 
services, addiction support, child support, social, 
emotional, practical, home support, legal advice, 
budgeting and more.

Learn more: Sophia Housing Website  
https://www.sophia.ie/4
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The most recent figures have shown  
that the majority of people who are home-
less in Ireland today are women and chil-
dren. In fact over 60% of everyone who is 
homeless in Ireland today is a member of a 
homeless family. The supports for a family 
are different to that of an individual. There 
is a need to ensure that a history of home-
lessness ends with this generation. With 
the creation of a safe, secure and perma-
nent home and wrap around supports, the 
process for a family to recover from trauma 
and also the creation of resilient, inclusive 
communities can begin.

- �Niamh Cullen, National Service Manager at Sophia 
Housing, Ireland

experiencing homelessness and housing insecurity 
or are at risk for either of these. The services are 
provided in “accessible” ways, such as service provid-
ers setting up practice within hostel accommoda-
tions.159 According to MLRC’s Report on the Lived 
Experiences of Homeless Families, “in 2018, MLRC 
engaged with 452 families experiencing homeless-
ness. As of November 2019, 52% of MLRC’s  
current clients are families with minor children who 
are homeless or at risk of homelessness.”160

There are several unique aspects of MLRC’s  
approach, including their strategic use of partner-
ships to expand the services they provide and  
increase their accessibility. Sophia Housing is one of 
their partnerships, which provides office space, and 
ultimately the organizations benefit each other. 

Another offering is trainings for professionals and 
other people involved in preventing and addressing 
homelessness and housing insecurity.161 This educa-
tional service also improves stakeholders’ abilities to 
respond to issues of homelessness and housing  
independently. Sophia Housing, Focus Ireland and 
Citizens Information, among others, are beneficia-
ries of these training opportunities.162

Impactful Service,  
Free Legal Advice and Representation 
Mercy Law Resource Center (MLRC) are leading 
experts at the intersections of law, services and 
homelessness in Ireland. Mercy Law provides free 
legal advice and representation to people who are 
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What will really really always stay with me  
is the approach of the support, and how it 
had such a long-term successful outcome.  
I spoke to one of my neighbors yesterday 
and she’s in University college in Cork...it’s 
not just me. There’s other “Lizs” who’ve ben-
efited from this support. And my neighbor, 
she just got married. She entered Sophia 
Housing in a very bad relationship, and she’s 
now married to a very nice person. They 
have a beautiful kid together. And you know, 
my neighbor whose mentally handicapped...
she’s in an empowered state. She’s telling 
me about her disability and everything she 
does in her life and she’s got her home.  
She’s managing a home. So, there’s so many 
people who have benefited from this type  
of approach and this type of support, that 
it’s something that’s working. I’m not a 
unique case. I know other people like me, 
you know, so, maybe this is something to 
look at. And it’s not one size fits all, either. 
But I think looking, and I definitely think this 
is so important to push across - the mes-
sage of long-term, secured housing.

- �Liz, Resident of Sophia Housing, Ireland

Testimony
Notably, MLRC brings  focus to social welfare law; 
legal actions can be complicated and hard to  
navigate, not to mention expensive, which is why 
such a service is necessary in Ireland and elsewhere 
internationally. Mercy Law also have “a team of  
voluntary befrienders who provide clients with 
emotional support as they go through the difficult 
process of seeking to assert their rights.”163

Learn more: https://mercylaw.ie

Innovative Idea,  
Primary Education on Homelessness 
Excerpt from “Primary Education in Ireland and Homelessness” 
By Damien Quinn, 6th Class Teacher, Ransboro  
National School, Sligo, Ireland and Founder of  
Seomra Ranga (seomraranga.com)

“Recent figures estimate that up to 4,000 children 
are experiencing homelessness in Ireland.164 There-
fore, it makes perfect sense that we should educate 
children on an issue that is increasingly affecting 
their generation in a very tangible way. The Seomra 
Ranga (meaning “Classroom” in the Irish language) 
website provides downloadable classroom resources 
for primary school teachers. 

The first Seomra Ranga/UNANIMA resource that 
we made available to teachers was a short presenta-
tion, complete with a Teacher Guide, which aimed 
to stimulate talk and discussion in the classroom as 
to what Homelessness is.165 The causes of Home-
lessness and what Homelessness looks like were 
both discussed in the presentation. The presentation 
also aimed to challenge pupils’ views on Homeless-
ness and to provoke them into changing those views.

Additionally, picture books are an excellent way of 
introducing pupils of all ages to big ideas, social  
issues and critical engagement and the notion of 
making meaning together through thinking and 
discussion about the content of the book. Critical 
Thinking and Book Talk is a teaching strategy used 
in schools to encourage pupils to become critical 
thinkers through engagement and discussion about 

the picture book. It was through using this method-
ology that my pupils began to engage more with the 
theme of homelessness.

Our collaboration with UNANIMA International 
in providing child-friendly and age appropriate 
classroom resources on the issue of homelessness 
gives pupils the opportunity to engage in a mean-
ingful and tangible way with the issue and, as 
demonstrated, gives them a voice in the discussion 
and debate.”

To read the full version please visit:  
https://unanima-international.org/



Advocacy Recommendations 
Acknowledging the role civil society,  
the private sector, and citizens play in  
influencing national action related to  
social issues, we recommend:
• �Encouraging a strong regional guidance 

and response to Family Homelessness
• �Supporting permanent, supported hous-

ing models, as alternatives to “mother 
and baby homes” and family hubs

• �Educating about homelessness in primary 
schools 

• �Increasing accountability of private enter-
prises to the public and the government 

• �Directing resource allocation to rural  
areas, to reduce urbanization

Policy Recommendations 
We believe the following policy recom-
mendations are essential to addressing 
and preventing Family Homelessness, 
and are applicable at the local, national 
and international levels. We encourage:
• �Implementing policies to support just 

wages
• �Specifying supports for young parents in 

policies and program/service designs
• �Creating social housing that is not  

contingent on private actors and the 
private market

• �Ensuring that short-term social housing 
is created, in addition to long-term  
permanent, and supported housing

• �Investing in public and safe spaces to 
strengthen communities
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Conclusion

The purpose of this publication is to be informa-
tive, to give feedback to the featured countries that 
others can learn from, and to motivate responses to 
Family Homelessness from those with political 
power. Social issues such as homelessness and 
housing insecurity are not isolated, but rather  
intricately tied to both the contexts from which 
they arise and the local and multilateral issues they 
intersect with. We recommend that governments 
and others aiming to prevent and solve Family 
Homelessness refer to the reports of the UN  
Special Rapporteur on Adequate Housing, Leilani 
Farha, including Responsibilities of Local and Other 
Sub-National Governments and Report of the Special 
Rapporteur on adequate housing as a component of the 
right to an adequate standard of living, and on the 
right to non-discrimination in this context, among 
others. In particular, from the latter mentioned  
report, under Principle 6 “human rights-based 
goals and timelines,” the urgency with which UN 
Member States are encouraged to act is put forth: 

	� “91. Goals and timeliness within housing 
strategies must be understood as human 
rights obligations. Failures to meet such 
goals and timelines have severe consequenc-
es for those who are living in unacceptable 
housing conditions and, unless justified by 
unforeseen events or circumstances, consti-
tute violations of human rights for which 
States should be held accountable.”166

There are many areas for future research on Family 
Homelessness. UNANIMA International consid-

ers this publication and CSocD 58 at which it  
was launched, as just the beginning of a long and 
necessary mandate that can be characterized as  
action research for social justice. UI will remain 
committed to exploring and documenting Family 
Homelessness, and in the future this will necessi-
tate examining other country cases, other intersect-
ing multilateral issues, and delving deeper into the 
issue’s contextualization with particular groups, 
such as Indigenous peoples.

We welcome contributions and partnerships for 
this research into the future and anticipate our  
expertise becoming more comprehensive, informa-
tive and usable for all member states, people with 
lived experience and service providers alike. We 
hope this publication will contribute to ending 
homelessness globally.

This publication is an original source that may  
be used in the promotion of human rights, to  
the benefit not only of families suffering already, 
but also those vulnerable to homelessness and 
housing insecurity. It provides information and 
analysis, and guides action towards a multilateral 
approach to addressing Family Homelessness in all 
its forms including that of migrants and refugees. 
This cross-cutting issue will be analysed and  
reported on in the context of individual member 
states and regions, contributing significantly to the 
realization of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable  
development. In light of this we give the following 
recommendations...
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Recommendations

The address and prevention of Family Homelessness is critically important  
to UNANIMA International. It requires strategic action from UN Member  
States and their respective government, civil society, and other political actors.  
In response to the information presented, and the research questions and human 
rights concerns that remain, we make the following recommendations:

• �We encourage All service providers to seek understanding of trauma and trauma- 
informed care;

• �We encourage Homelessness and adequate housing policies to have coherence 
within countries, across all governmental departments, and cross-sectorally;

• �We encourage governmental allocation of funding to livelihood and housing 
needs in both rural and urban areas;

• �We encourage The strengthening of judicial systems and processes to address 
forced evictions in just and timely manners;

• �We encourage UN Member States’ push for government policies that finance, 
promote and investin civil society and private sector partnerships with organisa-
tions who are currently servicing the needs of the homeless and housing insecure 
populations;

• �We encourage UN Member States to actively collect disaggregated data  
on Homelessness, specifically in relation to Family homelessness, Women and 
Children/Girls;

• �We encourage The private sector to play a larger role in preventing and addressing 
Family Homelessness, and UN Member States to encourage their innovation  
and action

• �We encourage UN Member States to reevaluate neoliberal policies they may have, 
while ensuring social protection floors are enacted with immediacy;

• �We encourage Increased international accountability for the treatment of  
Indigenous populations, contextually also necessitating Member States’ responses 
to generational trauma that has occurred and continues to occur;

• �We encourage UN Member States to make policy changes to secure flexible  
funding for implementation of recommendations;

• �We encourage UN Member States’ adherence to international agreements, decla-
rations, covenants, and agendas, with special focus in the coming decade on the UN 
2030 Agenda and New Urban Agenda (NUA), acknowledging the relationship 
between their fulfillment with preventing and addressing  of Family Homelessness;

• �We encourage UN Member States’ use of available resources and consideration  
of good practices, as presented in this publication, UNANIMA International’s  
publication Family Homelessness Through the Lens of the United Nations 2030 Agenda, 
and others emerging from the 58th Session of the Commission for Social Develop-
ment in 2020.
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